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READING ALOUD TO CHILDRENWHY BOTHER?
R. Craig Roney
Dr. Roney is Assistant Professor of
Teacher Education at the Children's
Literature Center of Wayne State
University.

The practice of reading aloud to
children appears to be declining in
popularity in our elementary
schools. Even before parents and
educators became concerned about
a · return to the "basics," few
teachers read stories and poetry to
children on a regular and systematic
basis (Tom 1969, p. 174). Today
there is increasing pressure to
eliminate the practice entirely from
elementary and middle school
classrooms.
As the heart of the problem is the
common belief that reading aloud
has value only as a means of entertainment. Parents and librarians
have traditionally read to children
to humor them, and so it must appear that teachers read to children
for the same purpose.
Yet authorities agree that reading
aloud to children has many values
other than entertainment. Recently,
researchers have provided formal
evidence linking reading aloud by
parents and teachers to the language
development
and
reading
achievement of children (McCormick 1977). This evidence is now so
strong it can no longer be ignoi:ed.
However, the reasons why the practice of reading to children on a daily
basis helps them develop the ability
to read are not commonly understood.
THE IMPORTANC~ OF .
BACKGROUND EXPERIENCE
Most teachers agree that the
primary goal of reading instruction
is to help the learner comprehend
printed language. In reaching this

goal the importance of developing
the learner's background of experience cannot be overlooked.
Because all children have limited
knowledge about the world,
teachers traditionally have helped
them build background experience
through firsthand activities which
have helped these children develop
concepts, vocabulary and linguistic
knowledge of value for future
reading comprehension.
Yet teachers can't always provide
children with firsthand experiences.
It would be impractical to fly a
group of children to Europe simply
to help them learn what life is like
in France. However, young children
can experience some of the flavor of
life there by meeting Madeline or
Anatole in stories by Bemelmans
(1962) and Titus (1956). Similarly,
middle school students who have
not experienced slavery personally
can begin to sense what life was like
for slaves through Lester's TO BE A
SLAVE (1968). All children can experience much of life vicariously
through books, and teachers can .
provide this experience in the
classroom by reading from a variety
of books on a daily basis.
t1uwever, tne concept ol
background experiences as it relates
to a child's growth as a reader involves much more than life experiences. It also necessarily involves book experience. But unlike
life, where there are several viable
avenues by which children can gain
background experience, the only
way to gain book experience is by
direct and continual exposure to
literature. Teachers must shoulder
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much of the responsibility for
providing children with this
specialized experience because, as
professionals, they have been
assigned the major role of helping
children develop competence in
reading.
This responsibility involves introducing children to the world of
literature and helping them understand that books contain an infinity
of messages from other people.
Specifically, the teacher needs to
familiarize each child with the
unique and varied language of
literature and the literary conventions
found in the various genre.
LANGUAGE OF LITERATURE
Books are available today (Steptoe
1969, Blume 1970) which mirror the
language actually spoken by some
children. But in most· cases book
language is much different than
spoken language. Normal speech is
often disjointed and punctuated
with pauses, repetitions, garbles,
and stall words. Literary language
such as that found in Burningham's
MR. GUMPY'S OUTING is quite
different, however. The narration
flows smoothly and the dialogue
between Mr. Gumpy and the
children and animals isn't at all like
the spoken conversation familiar to
most children. Few children are
likely to ask "Have you a place for
me?" as did the sheep to Mr. GumPY (Burningham 1970). Similarly,
children rarely hear the kind of
descriptive language used to set the
scene in LITTLE HOUSE IN THE
BIG WOODS (Wilder 1932). And

children are not likely to encounter
the concise language of poetry in
their normal conversations with
adults and other children, though
they hear rhythmical language
similar to verse while playing games
or listening to the radio or
television.
In order to help children become
familiar with the unique language of
literature, teachers must read a
variety of stories and poems to
children every day.
SENSE OF STORY
As knowledge of book language is
a special kind of background experience, so also is sense of story,
which involves a working
knowledge of the literary conventions of a variety of literary genre.
Mature readers know that a
character whose name is Leslie
Burke is more likely to be found in a
contemporary realistic story than a
folk tale (Paterson 1977). They
know that folk tales are more likely
to be set in distant kingdoms than in
damp, dark cellars. And they
recognize that language such as "I
marveled at his complete calm. As
for myself, cold chills ran up and
down my spine!" is the hallmark of
a mystery. (Titus 1970, p. 34).
Having read a variety of
literature, the mature reader has
developed a fairly accurate image of
the kinds of characters, settings and
language which authors are most
likely to use in mysteries, folk tales,
or realistic stories. This knowledge
enables the mature reader to comprehend these types of stories with
much greater facility than that of
young children who have not had
sufficient experience to identify the
literary conventions unique to each
genre. Thus, reading any story will
be much more difficult for beginning readers, in part, because of
their relative lack of sense of story.
Developing a sense of story involves learning what to expect in
reading a particular type of story.
Even before children begin reading
efficiently by themselves, , teachers
can help them develop a sense of
story by reading aloud a variety of
literature on a regular basis.

TWO ADDITIONAL BENEFITS
During the early stages of reading
development, the practice of
reading aloud by the teacher
provides children with two additional benefits. It introduces
children to the basic conventions of
the English writing system (conventions which are indispensable aids
in gaining meaning from print), and
it helps them approach the task of
learning to read in a way which is
consistent with the way they learned to speak.
Clay (1972, pp. 10-12) has
catalogued several of the more basic
conventions in printed English,
which she calls '' concepts about
print.'' By reading stories to
children where they are close
enough to view the text, teachers
can help children develop. the
following:
1. Knowledge that a book has an
identifiable front and back, top and
bottom.
2. Knowledge that print (and not
pictures) is the primary conveyer of
the message in a book.
3. Knowledge of left-to-right and
top-to-bottom directionality.
4. Knowledge of where to being
reading on a page of print.
5. Knowledge of the importance of
linear letter and word sequence in
printed language.
To recognize the second additional benefit reading aloud
provides for the beginning reader, it
is necessary to consider the way in
which children learn to speak.
Children first attend to the whole of
a linguistic element and later begin
to identify its parts. For example, at
three months of age, babies vocalize
all of the sounds capable of being
produced by humans. Three months
later, however, they have discarded
all meaningless sounds and babble
only those sounds utilized by other
humans in their immediate environment. Similarly, year-old
babies speak in holophases--one
word utterances which stand for entire thought units. Two years later,
they may communicate the same
thoughts, but do so using sentences
composed of distinct parts (Smith
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1973, pp. 141-142). Thus, it seems
that the most natural way for
children to learn a language is to
deal first with wholes from which
they can then discover the
meaningful parts. Since reading is
basically a language activity, it
makes sense to present beginning
readers with the whole of printed
language rather than bits and
pieces. Presenting stories and
poems to children via reading aloud
by the teacher is consistent with this
approach.
GENERAL GUIDELINES
Smith (1971, p. vii) has suggested
that the most efficient way to
prepare oneself to become a reading
teacher is to develop a thorough
knowledge of the reading process.
This seems to be a reasonable
suggestion if it enables teachers to
make intelligent decisions regarding
the components of a classroom
reading program and the means to
implement these components.
Briefly, reading can be defined as
a process where the reader uses
cues to understand the precise
message of the material being read.
These cues are available to the
reader from two different sources-the printed page (visual information) and the reader's own mind
(nonvisual information). Goodman
(1970, p. 260) has indicated that efficient reading does not involve
precise identification of all the
visual information available on the
printed page. Rather it involves
reconstruction of the author's
original message through utilization
and integration of minimum amounts of visual information and
maximum amounts of nonvisual information supplied by the reader's
mind.
Reading efficiency is reduced
when readers must focus most of
their attention on the available
visual information. This is so
because of the limitations of the
mind to process visual information
(Smith 1975, pp. 49-82). Conversely,
reading efficiency is increased when
readers are free to rely more
frequently on nonvisual information. Obviously efficient reading

cannot take place unless readers
have sufficient nonvisual information to rely on in the first place.
Now it is possible to recognize the
critical importance of reading aloud
to
children.
By
providing
background experience and exposure to the meaningful conventions in print through reading aloud,
teachers help children add to their
store of nonvisual information. In
time, children will call upon this
wealth of information, relating it to
their own reading endeavors and
making the process of learning to
read more meaningful and enjoyable.
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